The term collaborative supply chain or SCM is a social software package that promises inter-and intra-firm alignments and information sharing to assure outstanding performance of the whole. It involves integrating resources and automating transactions across traditional boundaries to build mutually benefiting competitive advantage. SCM in the digital age encompasses accessibility of internal activities and measurement metrics by external parties as well as optimization of processes for mutual improvement in customer service, and reduction of inventory level and associated cost; good business relationships built on trust and minimized selfishness; and long term flexibility and adaptability evidenced by co-creation of products along the value chain. Apparently, experience has shown too many firms avoid engagement in this extensive supply chain integration, perhaps for fear of breeding conflicts. The paper viewed the current practice of SCM by studying the experiences and insights of 108 managers/officers, drawn from eight indigenous firms. The benchmark for selection was that the subject must be directly involved in supply chain initiatives and case study interviews were used for the survey. The finding unravelled discrepancy between the ideals of theories of SCM and actual practice; no consensus about its meaning, multiple supply chain collaboration compounds the problem even the more, and most times it may be difficult to meet the laid down conditions. Firms easily embrace internal cross functional integration and shun inter-organizational integration, perhaps because they want to build unique competitive advantage. Therefore more orientations should be done to educate managers on the ideals of SCM, especially on the area of dissuading selfish maximization of profits.
Despite the apparent opportunities of eSCM; adoption by firms remains slow, especially amongst SMEs. Only a few firms have adopted and disseminated a formal eSCM definition (Fawcett and Magnan, 2002) . Many firms show resistance to information sharing for want of building unique competitive advantage. Though much desire to be done, ample research has been done on how eSCM contributes to different business sectors. And therefore the purpose of this paper is to make our humble scholarly contribution in this fascinating area and to specifically report on its current state of adoption in Nigeria. This will provide knowledge on the extent of understanding of how eSCM assists in optimization of the value chain through strategic responses to its challenges. However, this will timely bridge knowledge gap now many Nigeria-based organizations long to re-brand and enhance performance and competitiveness, and to identify the barriers inhibiting them from harnessing the potentials of Internet technologies.
IT and Change in Supply Chain
IT brought fundamental changes (Walton and Gupta, 1995; Ferguson, 2000; Koch, 2001 ) that create competitive advantage in the supply chain (Chou et al, 2004) via cost cutting, bridging of new markets, and protecting of intellectual assets (McKinnon, 2009) . Newman and Thomas (2009) noted that IT constantly throws at us new buzz phrases; the thresholds of dramatic shift in ways firms organize, innovate, and create values. The disruptive effects of Internet question tried-and-tested business models, ways of working, organizational structures, and accepted truths (Stamer, 2008) and fundamentally changes the rules of the game since the said changes are exponential (Stamer, 2008; Mancini, 2009) . The effects of Internet on supply chain and supply chain management are evident in their operation, at least to the extent of transparency and information visibility. Given that recent states of art may become outdated legacy quite early (Hewitt, 1999; Froehlich et al, 1999) , at least for now and in the near future, Internet technology permits optimization of the entire supply chain through inventory cost reduction, total cycle time compression and accessibility of demand data and supply capacity data (Kehoe and Boughton, 2001 ) for informed decision. The Internet changes how supply chain is managed, planned, and controlled.
Supply Chain and Supply Chain Management (SCM)
The term supply chain has varying connotations ranging from cross-functional process integration within the firm, backward integration with valued first-tier suppliers, and forward integration with valued first-tier customers, to complete forward and backward integrations (Fawcett and Magnan, 2002) . Whichever way, confusion still besieges its meaning and definition, perhaps because of its expanding scope and differences in functional views. Its common focus rests on demand and supply planning and forecasting, manufacturing scheduling, and transportation planning though uncommon focus rests on graphical supply chain modeller and supply chain optimizer. Supply chain encompasses all activities associated with the flow and transformation of goods from the raw materials stage (extraction), through to the end user(s) as well as all information flows (Handfield and Nichols, 1999) . The bottom line is the creation of mutual values requiring not only managing materials integrated into the flows across enterprise traditional boundaries but also relationships and information in order to minimize conflicts. This definition contrasts Supply Chain Management (SCM), which is frequently associated with materials management environment as effort to align objectives and integrate resources across company boundaries to deliver greater values. Du (2007) and Fawcett and Magnan (2002) noted that SCM involves advanced information technologies, rapid and responsive logistics service, effective supplier management, and increasing customer relationship management. It is a managerial philosophy, the implementation of a managerial philosophy, and as a set of managerial process (McKeown, 2000) . Managerial philosophy connotes SCM integrating the total flow of a distribution channel from suppliers to ultimate users (seeing the individual firms as integrated by common goals); implementation of a managerial philosophy extends integrated behaviour to incorporate customers and suppliers through external integration; and a set of managerial processes involves managing relationships, information, and material flows across enterprise borders to deliver enhanced customer service and economic values through synchronized management of the flow of physical goods and associated information from sourcing to consumption (McKeown, 2000; Chou et al, 2004) .
The last being more encompassing was further improved by Mentzer et al (2001) and later by de Burca et al (2005) . Mentzer et al viewed SCM as the systemic, strategic co-ordination of the traditional business functions within a particular company and across businesses within the supply chain, for the purpose of creating a sustainable competitive advantage (SCA) for the individual firms and the supply chain as a whole. Whereas de Burca et al (2005) saw it as the movement of products through the supply chain, the management of associated information flows and business relationships, and ultimately the creation of customer value. Ridgeway (1957) and McCammon and Little's (1965) likened SCM to Vertical Marketing System and operating system when they noted that the economic process, right from the acquisition of resources and running through manufacturing to the ultimate consumption, is a continuous process involving, in many cases, the economic flow of, and co-ordination of, activities of many independent firms.
The implication is Supply Chain Management (SCM) serves as the back-end application that links suppliers, manufacturers, distributors, and resellers in a cohesively collaborative production and distribution networks (Chou et al, 2004 ) that permit individual firms to exploit its unique competence fully and to outsource non-core activities from other channel members (Cox, 1999; Quinn, 2000) , who perhaps possess superior capabilities. They are all independent firms working cohesively in collaboration with one another to form one extended system that must be administered as a whole rather than a part; decision by each sub-system/firm must be consistent and mutually supporting (Awa, 2003) . The links involve moving products through the supply chain and creating customer values via effective management of information and relationships (de Burca et al, 2005) . Thus the premise of SCM is profoundly based on the postulates of Relationship Marketing and Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) that customer satisfaction or creating competitive advantage(s) does not depend solely on matching production to audiences' needs (JIT); rather it transcends to a great deal of other relationships with other corporate partners in the value chain (Boone and Kurtz, 2004) . Previously and traditionally, relationship in supply chain focused on viewing suppliers and perhaps distributors as adversaries against whom to fiercely negotiate conditions and play one off games to shave margins. SCM has changed this awkward attitude as supposedly independent firms in the chain discovered the direct and/or indirect benefits of optimization in collaborative relationships (Cooper et al, 1997) perhaps subject to the harmonization of the interests of the individual firms.
Internet Technology and SCM
The Internet is a technological and business innovation with new methods of communications (Chellappa et al, 1996) , business transactions (de Kare-Silver, 1998), market structure (Giaglis et al, 1999) , education (Murison-Bowie, 1999) , and work (Doukidis et al, 1998) . Lai et al (2001) viewed Internet in SCM as an Inter-Organizational Information Systems (IOIS), which facilitates and enhances communications, transactions, productivity, and building of competitive advantages. It connotes digitalized networks connecting a business and its trading partners (e.g.; suppliers, dealers, customers, etc.) in ways to enhance operational effectiveness through out the value chain particularly with respect to real time information exchange and commercial transactions. Shuen (2008) opined that information sharing on the Web benefits business managers and industry analysts. The former can easily analyze internal business models to determine a company's or supply chain's profit engine; and the latter can compare a firm's performance relative to competitors and use that as a basis for assessing its stock market capitalization value, acquisition value, or total enterprise value. Exchange of information relates to the theory of bullwhip effects (Lee et al, 1997 ). Forrester's theory of bullwhip effects states that irregularities and unpredictability in order quantities increase with the number of layers in the chain and the implication is that access to demand data and supply capacity data within the supply chain makes for proactive and perhaps reactive responses to demand fluctuations. This bullwhip theory may not be wholly validated because collaborative relationship demands rationalization and consolidation of supply base (Matthyssens and Van den Builte, 1994) as reduction in number of suppliers or dealers will improve and deepen relationships (Humphreys et al, 2006) . Reduction in the immediate supply chain leads to change in structure and the number of tiers in it. In manufacturing context, Humphreys et al (2006) observed that operationalizing this involves original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) buying up assembled systems or complete sub assemblies rather than individual components, thereby bringing another level into the supply chain. These policies permit first-tier suppliers to supply assembly systems and to co-ordinate the inputs and other activities of second-tier suppliers.
The Internet has revolutionized the supply chain (de Burca et al, 2005) . Its strengths over EDI e.g.; ubiquitous and cost effective connectivity, speedy network transmission (Chou et al, 2004 ) and simplicity of use are well stimulated across the value chain (Davenport and Brook, 2004) to minimize conflicts (McCommon and Little 1965; Awa, 2003) and to enhance simultaneous improvement in customer service and network relationships (Kehoe and Boughton, 2001) . eSCM manages information flows and represents a philosophy of managing technology and processes to optimize product delivery attributes, and information from suppliers through customers. An organization's Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) must be integrated with CRM, e-procurement, and others, and implemented correctly before the advantages of eSCM capabilities can be fully exploited (Norris et al, 2001) . Changes reflecting on management practices, performance standards, and business processes must be radically instituted in the entire supply chain to accommodate the new trend. Deloitte and Touche (1998) described Internet within the infrastructure of supply chain as an integral and one of the key drivers of change. Specifically, two major assets leading to the success of eSCM are often emphasized (Norris et al, 2001) ; they are viewing collaboration as a strategic and operational priority to foster trust (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) , promise (Calonius, 1988) , commitments (Dwyer et al, 1987) , and mutuality (Czeipal, 1990 ) among trading partners; and management of information in the value chain with strict disciplines, policies, and monitoring.
The latter builds trusted relationship between parties and ultimately competitive advantage because the network effects of best practices are shared from the exchange of accurate and up-to-date information. The former viewed collaboration in terms of connoting some measure of social software involving mutual engagement and relationship building. It encompasses accessibility of internal activities and metrics by external parties (de Burca et al, 2005) as well as optimization of processes for mutual improvement in customer service, and reduction of inventory level and associated cost (Chou et al, 2004; Kehoe and Boughton, 2001) ; good business relationships built on trust and minimized selfishness even as perfect control over partners rarely exists (Scalet, 2001) ; and long term flexibility and adaptability evidenced by co-creation of products along the value chain (Sarkis and Sundarraj, 2000; van Hoek, 2001 ). The growth of e-commerce shifts decision power to buyers/users (Chou et al, 2004) and permits greater customization and user collaboration as well as faster organizational turnaround (Van Hoek, 2001) , and ultimately improvement in relationships to build more customer loyal behaviour. Merono-Cerdan et al (2008) classified such collaborative tools into electronic communication systems (ECS) (e.g.; wikis and human-based computation) and teamwork system. For instance, wiki is a metaphor for a new era of collaboration and participation (Tapscott and Williams, 2006 ) that encourages the entire supply chain accessing and editing websites; and human-based computation relates to technology that allows for collaborative problem solving within the supply chain (Cook, 2008) . The ECS aims at facilitating information and opinion exchange, and enables relationships to be established among workgroups, customers, and institutions/supply chain members. The shared database updates information, keeps the organizations' systems memory up to date and prevents data from being repeated while being modified by authorized persons within the team or organization. The teamwork systems pre-define work processes and integrate information, which is classified into tworepositories and workflow. Repositories are important documents incorporating both unspoken and spoken knowledge in form of pictorial, textual and diagrammatic formats from project specialists; and workflow shows the sharing of the task among value chain members. Porter (2001) opined that eSCM will build and deliver better sustainable competitive advantage (SCA) when strategically synchronized with such traditional sources as scale, human resources, and investments in physical assets, which also play prominent role. Knowledge management in eSCM system involves not technology alone but also its management by people. It espouses not only technology philosophies (ease-of-use, web-based, true multi-media, the use of broad-band, and mobile technologies) but also suggested behaviours (transparency, immediacy, participation, responsiveness, etc) (Mason et al, 2008; Coleman and Levine, 2008) . eSMC is recognized for its characteristics of encouraging collaboration, knowledge sharing and management that culminate into enhanced productivity and building of long lasting inter-and intra-firm relationships, which ultimately reflect on customer satisfaction. It implies strategic alliance since integrated significant digital data generated through data-base marketing and relationship marketing may be archived and utilized successfully and collectively by an organization and its strategic/trading partners to build competitive advantage (Porter and Millar, 1985; Bibas, 1994; Gray and Watson, 1998) .
Methodology and Supply Chain Model
In the light of the research agenda, authenticated information on current industry practice of SCM was based on case-study approach, involving the investigation of experience and knowledge of relevant industry managers, drawn across eight Port Harcourt-based indigenous organizations. This objective of this qualitative survey was to develop and report on the plausible broad-based view of how managers perceive the use of SCM as strategic for building competitive advantage. Specifically, the study unravelled whether the real perception of SCM varies across internal functions or inter-organizational positions in the channel structure. The cross-functions and inter-organizational characteristics of SCM signify boundary-spanning activity (Bowersox, 1999) . Yin (1994) recognized case-study as an empirical inquiry, which investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real life context when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly understood. In-depth interview(s) was conducted for more meaningful follow-up questioning and more extensive findings and insights.
The in-depth interviews lasted for 4 months and the target was 160 middle and senior level managers of purchasing, logistics, and manufacturing departments of the chosen organizations. The questions were structured and standardized to ensure uniformity. Where such positions do not exist in any of the chosen organizations, equivalents were used provided the occupants of such positions were directly involved in the implementation of SCM. The firms chosen for the study as reported in table 1 below are strategic in terms of being industry pace-setters and specifically they possess progressive reputation in supply chain practice. Literature review, pre-survey interviews, and advisory inputs from scholarly colleagues served to sharpen the survey instrument. The different sizes of the organizations informed the different number of respondents talked to. Only 108 (or 67.5 per cent) of the supposedly respondents actually held talks with the researchers; the rest, even when repeatedly visited were either not found on sit, too busy to attend to surveys, or inundated by surveys. Figure 1 below presents a simplified model of supply chain integration as involving the independent firms and employees working collaboratively as one entity to achieve common goals of customer satisfaction and profitability. Often because of differences in tasks, the materials suppliers and service providers are managed differently in a co-ordinated manner perhaps by different functional areas of an organization. While managing materials suppliers is the responsibility of the purchasing department in most organizations, distribution and transportation (service providers) tasks are often handled by logistics, marketing, and perhaps purchasing departments. Except where streamlined standards exist and adhered to, this often breeds conflicts because each of these functional areas views organizational success, profitability and of course inter-and intra-organizational integration differently.
Discussion
The discussion of findings of this paper reflects the emerging nature of IT in Nigeria. Integrative attempts by firms surveyed loudly suggest some measure of substantive ambiguity and inconsistency over its meaning and actual practice because of varied functional views of SCM and of integrative nature. This supports Chou et al (2004) , Kehoe and Boughton (2001) , Deloitte and Touche (1998) and Fawcett and Magnan (2002) . The organizations surveyed rated SCM on a seven-point scale and indicated it a critical strategy. For O7 and O8, the logistics managers are better disposed to integration and collaboration because they build a front-office system; purchasing managers are sceptical, back-office system, hesitant to integrative endeavours, and more comfortable with adversary practices, and the manufacturing managers appear on the fence, often responding more to the ideals of front-office than to back-office systems. Purchasing managers recognize SCM and eSCM as important competitive advantage building strategies but they are rarely sure of their ability to stand the tests of time. They (purchasing managers) trade price for traditional philosophy of non-collaborative behaviour perhaps because of the multiple relationships between a firm and its suppliers. Best suppliers may equally be suppliers to stiffest competitors, some suppliers may simultaneously serve as our competitors in other business areas, and sometimes it is difficult to enforce strict disciplines, policies, and monitoring conditions of Norris et al (2001) when key suppliers delay deliveries.
For O2, O3, O4, O5, and O6, the stock controller/manager, the ordering/purchasing officer, and the sales manager have similar understanding of SCM and eSCM. Though hampered by trading partners' and customers' readiness, especially other retailers, these firms view SCM and eSCM in terms of reducing inventory holding and ordering costs, and improving customer service and collaborative relationships. This finding validated previous studies (e.g.; Chan and Swatman, 2000; Davenport and Brooks, 2004; Raisch, 2001; de Burca et al, 2005) . Despites these benefits of inter-organizational integration, this study identified internal cross functional process integration as the key of supply chain initiatives in the organizations surveyed. Backward integration with valued first-tier suppliers and forward integration with valued first-tier customers are the most common forms of supply chain integration (see the first two options in figure 2 below. Downward and upward streams integration (see option three), though recorded by authorities as being practised by few firms, was never practised by the firms surveyed. Finally, complete forward and backward integration (the last option), expressed from suppliers' supplier to consumers' to consumers, is more of theoretical framework.
Asking the respondents to identify any of these types of integration in relation to their extent of use by their employers, it was revealed that organizations prefer internal cross-functional integration to inter-organizational integration. Fawcett and Magnan (2002) validated this with the clause of difficulties of tackling issues as aligning measures, meshing information systems, and sharing risks and rewards. Function-to-function interactions produce the least conflicts in the value chain. Agrawal and Pak (2001) attributed firms' resistance to information sharing across the value chain to using it to build unique competitive edge. Resistance to information sharing contrasts the view that eSCM provides opportunities that are largely unexploited (Ramdani et al, 2009 ); particularly it offers small firms plausible ways to strengthen competitive capability against their larger counterparts (Gengatharen and Standing, 2005; Urwin, 2000; Raymond, 2001) . For inter-organizational integration, forward integration is operated more than backward integration and complete integration rarely operates. Logisticians are more concerned with customer satisfaction (front-face), which often attracts more of top management's interests than the purchasers' back-face systems.
All the organizations studied are at the preliminary stage of their inter-organizational collaborative relationships given the emerging nature of IT in Nigeria; each firm is at different stages in the journey, evidencing that the firms surveyed strongly know about the strategic implications of such integration. The major barrier to investment in collaborative integration is that of harmonizing the interests of front-face and back-face systems.
Conclusions and Managerial Implications
The world is now a global village and perhaps, less predictable. This is predominantly evidenced in the mode of business operations, which have vastly changed in favour of firms that are strategic and entrepreneurial in embracing the changing trends. Synchronizing SCM with IT is a welcome development for building inter-and intra-organizational cohesive teams that operate to compete across borders to increase productivity and market share amidst globalization, technological break-through, customer dynamism, competition, and other environmental demands. Several operations-based models (e.g.; Just in Time, Business Process Re-engineering, Total Quality Management, etc) have recently flooded the business environment, many of which have no staying power. Today SCM is smoke-balled a better model responsible for inter-and intra-organizational alliance in the supply chain though its actual practice is at variance with its theoretical frameworks. Its purpose is to optimize performance and competitive advantage in the value chain subject to having the broad-based mindset and the underlying collaborative infrastructures. The practice of SCM demands a set of fundamental criteria such as optimized collaborative relationship, inter-organizational processes, organizational structure, shared risks and rewards, aligned objectives and goals, consistent measurement metrics, and corporate cultures. These building blocks must be assessed, harmonized and aligned to form an integrative strategy that will be mutually benefiting. SCM as a social platform and/or a social system directs that once a sub-system is weak, the entire whole becomes weak. Having a profile page on the sites and linking online with other chain members for reasons of accessing their operations, eSCM permits proactive and perhaps, reactive handling of problems.
Authenticated and real time information capabilities deliver significant improvements in productivity and responsiveness in the supply chain and above all customer satisfaction and retention. The practice of collaborative alliance transcends information sharing and exchange to include information co-ordination to ensure their real time use in supply chain decision-making. SCM and of course eSCM have their staying power yet to be confirmed for it may be difficult to believe that one day competition against rivals will disappear and competition between supply chains for market supremacy fills the vacuum. Firms form vertical integration team that competes across boundaries in attempts to improve network effects and ultimately to capture larger global market share. The ideals of SCM appear seemingly fascinating and rosy perhaps because it is a paradigm shift from selfishness to mutually consistent operations but in actual practice, much tension exists between SCMs' competitive potential and the inherent difficulty of collaboration, especially in the area of inter-organizational collaboration. Internal cross-functional, function-to-function, and front-face integrative relationships are more adopted and sometimes traditional non-collaborative philosophy still obtains. Supply chain is rarely managed from suppliers' supplier to customers' customer; and even among great users of SCM, integration spans a triad of companies, involving the company and one-tier up (front-office) and one-tier down (back-office) streams.
Lack of perceptual commonality besieges SCM and multiple supply chain collaborations often complicate supply chain design and management because boundaries and specifics of relationships may be vaguely defined. Differences exist in the front-office and back-office systems. The front-office enjoys somewhat measure of collaboration and integration because of its huge interest in building customer satisfaction and the back-office believes more in non-collaborative moves with suppliers.
Based on our findings, the following recommendations appear to encourage more successful applications by the firms surveyed and related ones.
• Harmonization need be done and everything spelt out before hand to avoid conflicts in the value chain.
• Precise and all encompassing formal definition of SCM as well as metrics of focus and measurement should be thought out and visibly posted and communicated through out the value chain to ensure balance between theory and practice.
• Trust and mutuality should be built into the value chain and a broad-based mindset developed to show commitment to the underlying collaborative infrastructures of SCM in an effort to guarantee its staying power.
• The front-office and back-office systems focus on customers and suppliers respectively and each has different views about SCM. Handling the doubts of front-office system and integrating and harmonizing its philosophies with those of back-office system will improve the adoption and results of SCM.
• A balanced behaviour by manufacturing manager will undoubtedly encourage more inter-organizational collaborative relationship. 
